Effective, despite misconceptions. The IUD with progesterone must be replaced once a year, while the IUD with copper may be left in for up to 10 years.
Many women have misconceptions about the intrauterine device, or IUD. The IUD is a safe and effective contraceptive method for many women. It is more effective than the condom, diaphragm, or spermicides, and also is more convenient than these methods, since it doesn't interfere with different sexual activities. The IUD is a small, T-shaped plastic device containing either copper or progesterone, and is inserted by a doctor into a woman's uterus. A thin plastic thread (1-2 inches long) protrudes through the cervix so that the user can cross-check to make sure the device is in place. Depending on the IUD type, small amounts of copper or progesterone are slowly released to prevent fertilization of the egg, or to prevent a fertilized egg from attaching to the uterine wall. The IUD with progesterone must be replaced once a year, while the IUD with copper may be left in for up to 10 years. The IUD is a good choice for women who can't take oral contraceptives and for women who have completed their families but want surgical sterilization. Because the IUD carries a slightly higher risk of ectopic pregnancy (a fertilized egg that implants outside the uterus), it is not usually recommended for women who already are at increased risk of the condition, such as those who have had a pelvic infection, a previous ectopic pregnancy or multiple sex partners. Common side effects of the IUD include some discomfort while the IUD is being inserted and some cramping and spotting during the first few weeks after insertion. Menstrual periods usually become slightly longer and heavier in women using the copper IUD, but become lighter in women using the progesterone IUD. Occasionally, the IUD will slip partially out of the uterus or be expelled entirely in the first few months.